Using few and scattered time points for analysis of a variable course of pain can be misleading: an example using weekly text message data.
Because low back pain (LBP) is a fluctuating condition, the diversity in the prediction literature may be due to when the outcome is measured. The objective of this study was to investigate the prediction of LBP using an outcome measured at several time points. A multicenter clinical observational study in Sweden. Data were collected on 244 subjects with nonspecific LBP. The mean age of the subjects was 44 years, the mean pain score at inclusion was 4.4/10, and 51% of the sample had experienced LBP for more than 30 days the previous year. The outcome used in this study was the "number of days with bothersome pain" collected with weekly text messages for 6 months. In subjects with nonspecific LBP, weekly data were available for secondary analyses. A few baseline variables were chosen to investigate prediction at different time points: pain intensity, the presence of leg pain, duration of LBP the previous year, and self-rated health at baseline. Age and gender acted as additional covariates. In the multilevel models, the predictive variables interacted with time. Thus, the risk of experiencing a day with bothersome LBP varied over time. In the logistic regression analyses, the predictive variable's previous duration showed a consistent predictive ability for all the time points. However, the variables pain intensity, leg pain, and self-rated health showed inconsistent predictive patterns. An outcome based on frequently measured data described the variability in the prediction of future LBP over time. Prediction depended on when the outcome was measured. These results may explain the diversity of the results of the predictor studies in the literature.